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"YOU  CAN  MAKE  A  DIFFERENCE' 


Household  hints  are  not  my  specialty,  but  I'd  like  to 
share  one  with  you  today  nonetheless  „    "Never  throw  out  a 
newspaper  or  magazine  until  at  least  one  week  has  gone  by 
since  you  read  ito"    This  unsolicited  counsel  is  based  on  the 
fact  that  one  never  knows  when  something  he  discarded  yes- 
terday may  be  sorely  needed  today,.    The  price  for  pre- 
mature disposal  is  often  higfcu 

To  come  directly  to  the  point  —  it  is  my  belief  that 
over  the  past  ten  years  we  Christians  have  been  too  quick  to 
dismiss  the  importance  of  the  individual.    The  decade  in 
question  has  called  for  massive  responses  to  massive  social, 
economic  and  political  problems,    We  have  almost  worn  out 
the  alphabet  naming  action-minded  organizations  that  have 
sprung  up  to  help  fight  discriminations,  poverty  s  wars  pollu- 
tion and  the  like.    And  the  end  is  not  in  sight. 

To  my  eyes ,  at  leasts  it  is  cause  for  rejoicing  that 
Christians  are  grouping  together  for  a  responsible  exercise 
of  power  c    Surely  we  have  been  naive  long  enough  I 

But  that  same  decade  by  virtue  of  its  concentration 
on  large-scale  movements  has  seen  us  all  but  lose  one  of 
the  Bible's  most  helpful  and  oft  repeated  lessons;  namely , 
that  one  man  of  faith  in  any  situation^  in  any  place^  at  any 
time  can  make  a  differ encec 

Look  where  you  will;  Abraham  in  Canaan9  Joseph  in 
prison^  Moses  in  Pharaoh8s  court5  Samson  in  Gaza9  Elijah 
on  Mount  Carmel5  the  unnamed  maid  in  the  Syrian  paiaces 
Ruth  in  Moabp  Mordecai  in  Persia 9  Paul  and  Silas  in  a 
Philippian  jaiis  Dorcas  in  Joppa,  Lydia  in  Philippic  Titus 
on  Crete9  John  on  Patmos*    History  can  act  on  faith  alrights 
but  faith  can  also  act  on  history* 

But  all  the  illustrations  just  cited  belong  to  another 
day.    We  can  admire  those  stalwarts  whose  exploits  are  re- 
corded in  Scripture,  but  the  haze  of  distance  and  the  gloss 


of  legend  tend  to  make  them  seem  unreal  c    Let  me  then  give 
you  a  heartening  illustration  from  the  present.    Last  sum- 
mer we  were  privileged  to  have  as  guest  minister  in  this 
pulpit,  the  Rev,  DrD  Ernest  Gordon,  Dean  of  the  Chapel  at 
Princeton  University,    This  man  had  a  life-changing  experi- 
ence as  a  prisoner  of  war  during  World  War  II  in  the 
Chungkai  Camp  in  Thailand.    What  he  experienced  is  written 
up  in  a  very  fascinating  book  that  some  of  you  know,  Through 
the  Valley  of  the  Kwai. 

Ernest  Gordon  is  a  Scot.    He  graduated  from  the  Uni- 
versity of  Sto  Andrew's,  and  in  the  process  abandoned  the 
Christian  faith  in  which  he  had  been  rearedo     He  joined  the 
Argyll  and  Sutherland  Highlanders  and  became  a  captain. 
Eventually  he  was  captured  by  the  Japanese  and  found  himself 
a  prisoner  in  a  camp  along  the  River  Kwai,    His  health  broke. 
He  was  afflicted  with  malaria,  dysentery,  beri  beri,  and  an 
unidentified  blood  infection.    His  once  robust  frame  was  re- 
duced to  a  skeleton,, 

By  this  time  the  camp  had  become  almost  like  the 
jungle  that  surrounded  it=    Each  man  was  looking  out  for 
number  onec    There  was  stealing  -  even  stealing  from  the 
dead,  the  holding  back  of  rations,  blackmarket  and  all  the 
rest. 

The  turning  point  for  Ernest  Gordon  came  when  two 
men  whom  he  did  not  know  to  start  with,  paid  attention  to 
him.    One  was  a  chap  by  the  name  of  Dusty  Miller  who  radi- 
ated, even  in  that  camp,  a  sense  of  pleasure  that  he  was 
alive.    This  man  after  working  a  full  shift  would  come  to 
Gordon's  sickbed  and  wash   his  body,  sores  and  ail,  thus 
inspiring  hope  and  confidence  and  rousing  the  will  to  live. 
The  other  was  Dennis  Moore,  a  Christian  who  gave  the  camp 
a  new  look.     He  gathered  up  the  few  books  available  and 
started  a  small  library.    Began  a  modest  university  (without 
credits)  and  a  small  orchestra.    He  taught  others  the  art  of 
massage  so  that  wounded  men  could  feel  their  body  tone  com- 
ing back.    With  the  help  of  others  he  turned  out  artificial 
limbs  so  that  amputees  might  sense  that  all  was  not  lost. 

Ernest  Gordon  is  the  Dean  of  the  Chapel  at  Princeton 
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University  today  because  of  these  two  men.    He  comments 
about  them  in  his  book  in  this  way:    "For  the  first  time  I  un- 
derstood.   Dusty  was  a  Methodist  and  Dinty  a  Roman  CathoiiCc 
Yet  in  each  it  was  their  faith  that  lent  a  special  grace  to  their 
personalities;  through  them  faith  expressed  a  power ,  a  pre- 
sence, greater  than  themselves, "  1^    These  men  could  not 
control  their  circumstances,  true.    But  what  they  could  con- 
trol and  did  control  was  their  response  to  that  circumstance. 
By  responding  as  they  did  they  turned  the  shadows  of  death 
into  the  brightness  of  day  for  the  men  in  that  place, 

***** 

The  man  of  faith  in  any  situation,  in  any  place,  at 
any  time  can  make  a  difference.    This  is  the  brunt  of  what 
I  wish  to  share  with  you  today.    But  if  the  man  of  faith  is  to 
make  this  difference  there  are  some  things  he  must  keep 
centrally  in  mind.    First,  he  must  remember  that  numbers 
are  not  decisive.    True  faith  in  the  living  God  is  always  a 
minority  experience.    My  friends,  even  in  America  it  is  a 
minority  experience.,    Whether  we  live  in  Christendom,  so- 
called,  or  in  the  midst  of  an  avowedly  hostile  culture,  true 
faith  in  the  living  God  is  always  a  minority  experience. 

The  Hebrews  in  exile  asked,  "How  shall  we  sing  the 
Lord's  song  in  a  strange  land?"    But  a  strange  land  is  the 
only  kind  of  land  that  faith  has  ever  had  in  which  to  sing. 
Not  many  wise  men  after  the  flesh,  not  many  mighty,  not 
many  noble  are  called.    And  it  isn't  likely  to  get  any  better, 
for  Jesus  asked,  expecting  a  negative  answer^  "When  the 
Son  of  Man  comes  shall  he  find  faith  on  earth?"  (Luke  18 :8) 

The  mathematics  of  the  kingdom  are  different  from 
the  mathematics  of  the  world,    God  plus  one  comprise  a  ma- 
jority.   In  the  arithmetic  of  faith  one  can  chase  a  thousand 
and  two  can  put  ten  thousand  to  flight.    If  we  have  forgotten 
this  let  us  learn  it  again  as  Elijah's  servant  learned  it  from 
his  master,    "Fear  not,"  said  Elijah,  "for  those  who  are 
with  us  are  more  than  those  who  are  with  them,"  (II  Kings 
6:16) 

Individuals  countering  or  discounting  numbers  have 
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made  stunning  changes  in  the  history  of  the  world.    They 
have  radically  altered  many  an  environment.    One  nurse  on 
a  hospital  floor,  one  tenant  in  a  building,-  one  stewardess  on 
a  delayed  plane ,  one  typist  in  an  office ,  one  player  on  a  team, 
one  clerk  in  a  stores  one  teacher  in  a  department,  one  mem- 
ber of  a  committee  can  lift  the  level  of  life  for  countless  souls 
around  them! 

Individuals  who  have  not  forgotten  that  they  matter 
have  frequently  altered  the  course  of  human  events .    It  was 
one  vote  that  elected  Thomas  Jefferson  Presidents    It  was 
one  vote  that  authorized  the  Erie  Canal .    It  was  one  vote  that 
admitted  Texas ,  California  ,  Washington  and  Oregon  to  state- 
hood.   One  vote  beheaded  Charles  I  of  England „    One  vote 
made  France  a  republic  in  1875  and  ended  it  in  1940.    One 
vote  saved  the  Selective  Service  Act  in  1941,    The  man  of 
faith  must  learn  that  numbers  are  not  decisive., 


He  must  also  keep  in  mind  that  systems  are  not  his 
only  focus .    Over-concentration  on  changing  the  system  can 
turn  the  theater  of  our  daily  life  into  a  wasteland.    This  is 
so  because  in  reformist  periods  of  history ,  men  tend  to  be 
brutal  and  mean  and  uncaring  toward  one  another*     Let  us 
hold  to  the  vision  of  a  better  world,  for  without  a  vision  the 
people  perisho    But  in  the  meantime  let  us  not  fail  to  raise 
life  where  we  are. 

Why  is  it  that  those  who  are  bent  on  working  out  long- 
range  answers  tend  to  disdain  short-term  acts  of  kindness? 
A  year  ago  this  month  the  famous  restauranteur  Vincent 
Sardi  died  at  the  age  of  83 „    At  his  funeral  Alfred  Drake 
noted  that  MrD  Sardi  would  be  remembered  for  his  generos- 
ity to  beginners  in  the  theater .    Does  that  seem  like  too  small 
a  contribution  for  you? 

Sometime  ago  I  cut  out  of  the  papers  a  short  letter 
that  was  written  by  a  rural  mail  carrier  in  Kentucky  upon 
his  retirement,,    That  he  had  the  presence  of  mind  to  write 
at  all  says  something  about  him,  and  what  he  wrote  says 
even  more.  To  each  family  on  his  route  he  sent  this  message: 
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"Dear  Patron: 

It  has  been  a  wonderful  experience  to  serve  such  a 
fine  and  loyal  group  of  people . 

I  have  rejoiced  with  many  of  you  when  you  received 
letters  from  loved  ones  away  from  homes    I  have  sorrowed 
when  some  received  letters  of  bad  news,    I  have  anticipated 
with  you  that  long-awaited  letter  that  never  came„ 

When  I  made  mistakes  your  understanding  carried 
me  on. 

May  the  years  ahead  bring  you  and  your  families 
much  joy  and  peace,, "  2 

If  we  make  the  system  our  only  focus  we  are  quite 
likely  to  depend  exclusively  on  the  system  to  alter  life  and 
fail  to  make  our  own  personal  contributiono    When  we  see 
litter  on  the  streets  the  first  impulse  is  to  ask,  "Whom 
should  we  call?"    Why  don't  we  pick  it  up?    Why  do  we  in- 
sist on  assuming  that  help  must  come  down  from  some  offi- 
cial office  or  bureau?    What  about  our  own  contribution? 

It  has  been  wisely  noted  that  the  permanent  unchang- 
ing power  in  human  history  is  the  power  of  human  personal- 
ity,,   I  confess  to  being  fascinated  by  Charles  Reich's  new 
book?  The  Greening  of  America^    Much  has  been  said  and 
will  be  said  about  this  volume .    What  strikes  me  as  impor- 
tant to  the  Christian  church  is  the  confidence  that  this  Yale 
man  has,  that  as  individual  consciousness  changes ,  Ameri- 
can life  will  change0    He  stole  this  page  from  the  church* 
He  must  have  rifled  in  our  waste  basket  and  found  what  we 
had  discarded^  that  changed  people  can  make  a  changed  so- 
ciety,   "What's  happening  to  me?"  is  not  really  a  proper 
question  for  the  man  of  faith  because  it  suggests  passivity. 
Rather  s  his  question  should  be,  whatever  the  system.,  "What 
is  happening  through  me  in  this  situation  at  this  time,  in 
this  place?" 

Numbers  are  not  decisivec    Systems  are  not  our  only 
focus.    And  thirdly,  to  be  remembered  is  the  truth  that  God 
is  at  work  among  us  too.,    My  influence  and  my  action  in  this 
world  may  seem  about  as  significant  as  a  whiff  of  perfume 


in  a  gale.    But  what  if  God  is  working  with  us  and  among  us  ? 

One  does  not  lead  worship  in  The  Riverside  Church 
easily ,  We  ministers  as  we  gather  to  put  on  our  robes  and 
then  meet  in  the  Narthex  to  process  with  the  choir  often  feel 
the  tension  that  belongs  to  such  a  responsibility.    Indeed,, 
when  the  time  comes  that  we  feel  no  tension  we  should  retire 
gracefully .    A  few  Sundays  ago  as  we  were  getting  ready  to 
enter  the  sanctuary*  a  fellow  minister  on  the  staff  reached 
over  and  said:   "Let  it  happen, "    Let  it  happen.    This  was  a 
marvelous  insight  to  me,  not  just  for  that  Sunday  but  for  life, 
It  suggested  that  the  initiative  for  getting  a  service  off  and 
moving  does  not  lie  with  us,    God's  energizing  presence  is 
already  there.    What  we  have  to  do  is  stand  back  and  let  it 
happen.    There  is  a  prior  power  at  work,  what  D,  T.  Niies 
was  fond  of  calling  the  "prevenient  Christ," 

I  was  telling  some  of  our  canvass  workers  the  other 
day  the  story  of  a  man  whose  wife  had  a  cat  that  he  could  not 
stand.    It  bothered  him  that  when  he  was  hungry  the  wife 
would  use  the  can  opener  to  open  food  for  the  cat  before  she 
used  it  to  open  food  for  him.    Moreover,  each  time  he  sat 
down  on  the  sofa  in  his  expensive  blue  suit  he  picked  up  an 
embarrassing  amount  of  cat  hair.    To  put  an  end  to  his  prob- 
lem he  took  the  cat  down  to  the  river  and  drowned  it,    His 
wife  was  inconsolable  -  all  through  the  night  and  into  the  fol- 
lowing morning,     Finally  he  made  a  very  generous  gesture, 
"Darling,"  he  said,  "I  am  going  to  post  a  reward  of  $500  for 
that  cat,"    Later  he  told  one  of  his  friends  at  work  that  he 
had  posted  a  reward  of  $500  for  the  return  of  his  wife's  cat. 
His  colleague  asked,  "Isn't  $500  a  lot  of  money  for  a  cat?" 
The  man  replied,  "When  you  know  what  you  know  you  can  af- 
ford to  take  risks !" 

When  you  know  what  you  know,    God  is  love  -  we  know 
that  don't  we  ?  God  is  at  work  in  the  world  -  we  know  that 
don't  we?    We  are  co-workers  with  the  Almighty  -  we  know 
that  don't  we?    God  is  working  His  purposes  out  and  His  pur- 
poses will  prevail  -  we  know  that  don't  we?    Why  then  can't 
we  risk  the  expenditure  of  ourselves  ? 
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If  God  has  made  a  difference  in  you,  my  friend,  you 
can  make  a  difference  in  the  world.   You  say  you  are  holding 
back  in  modesty?    Is  it  modesty  or  sloth?    Some  years  ago 
I  enjoyed  reading  Lawrence  Sargent  Hall's  novel  Stowaway. 
Toward  the  end  of  this  story  which  unfolds  on  the  high  seas 
on  a  ship  called  the  Liberty  Belle,  a  man  by  the  name  of 
O'Hara,  the  first  mate,  determines  to  make  something  of 
his  remaining  years.    He  shares  his  resolve  with  a  fellow 
seaman  who  puts  him  down  with  a  cynical  "what's  the  use" 
attitude.    No  man's  life  counts  for  much.    At  this  point 
'D'Hara's  face  flushed,  a  blood  vessel  in  his  temple  throbbed. 
You're  wrong,  mister,     he  said.       The  whole  world  may  not 
be  mine.    But  the  space  of  it  I'm  in  —  my  part  of  it  --  is.   It 
may  not  be  for  sure,  or  for  much,  or  for  long.    But  while 
I'm  in  it,  it'll  know  me!"  3     That's  what  I  mean. 


CLOSING  PRAYER 


We  aren't  much,  O  God 

but  we  are  all  we  have. 
Take  us  with  our  assorted 
weaknesses  and  limitations 
and  by  the  power  at  work 
within  us  make  us 
channels  of  grace 
agents  of  reconciliation 
and  bearers  of  hope. 
Wheresoever  we  may  be 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord. 

Amen, 
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